COVID-19 opens a new political window by Hambleton, Robin
All praise to the TCPA for orchestrating, in two recent
publications and in the September-October issue of
Town & Country Planning,1 such thoughtful responses,
at great speed, to the government’s misguided
2020 White Paper, Planning for the Future.2 These
contributions have not just provided incisive analysis
of the fundamental flaws in the White Paper, but
have also offered an alternative vision for reform – one
that is designed to respond to the climate change
emergency, deliver good-quality housing, address
social and economic inequality, and revitalise local
democracy.
Several writers in these pages have rightly drawn
attention to the ideological underpinnings of the
unwise White Paper proposals. For example, Tim
Marshall explains how the proposals stem from the
wish of some figures in the Conservative government
to bring about a fundamental shift of the planning
system towards a much more liberalised form, one
that involves a dramatic erosion of democratic control
of decision-making relating to urban development
and local place-shaping.3
In this article I suggest that the government’s
approach, not just to planning, but to public policy 
in general, is continuing to disregard the way in
which the COVID-19 pandemic has altered public
perceptions of what most citizens now expect from
the state in modern society. This seismic shift,
which partly explains the decision of US citizens, in
November 2020, to reject right-wing incumbent
President Donald Trump and elect Joe Biden, the
collegial Democratic candidate, has already altered
the political and public policy landscape.
Understanding the impact of COVID-19
An uplifting feature of the way that communities
have responded to the COVID-19 calamity has 
been the spectacular expansion of self-organising
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community groups working at neighbourhood 
or village level to help the vulnerable and the needy.
Across the world we encounter heart-warming
stories of how local communities have responded
with great imagination to the disruption of local 
food supply chains, taken steps to protect the 
most vulnerable in society, and are continuing to
engage in all manner of creative, community
problem-solving activities at the local or hyper-local
level.
Rutger Bregman, in his magisterial analysis of
human nature, Humankind: A Hopeful History,
explains that this is no accident.4 Contrary to right-
wing ideology, close examination of early human
history reveals that people are not selfish, but
compassionate. Bregman sets out, in breathtaking
detail, how hunter-gatherers realised that everything
is connected:
‘They saw themselves as a part of something
much bigger, linked to all other animals, 
plants and Mother Earth. Perhaps they
understood the human condition better than 
we do today.’ 5
The experience of living with, and responding to,
the COVID-19 disease has taught us, if more
evidence were needed, that we are all inter-
dependent, that we can make each other sick, and
that we can try to make each other well.
It follows that the mindset that asks ‘What’s in it
for me?’ – a way of thinking that came to influence
British public policy in the 1980s – is a misguided
way of viewing the prospects for society. COVID-19,
a brutal teacher, reminds us that, as our forebears of
30,000 years ago knew all too well, the central
question confronting modern societies is not
‘What’s in it for me?’, but ‘How do we solve these
problems together?’
COVID-19 opens 
a new political
window
As well as causing appalling suffering and misery, the COVID-19
pandemic is also opening up new possibilities for the future, 
says Robin Hambleton
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Adopting an international perspective
It is useful to examine international examples of
effective planning and civic leadership, as this can
enhance our understanding of how to introduce
progressive thinking into post-COVID-19 recovery
strategies here in the UK.
In my new book, Cities and Communities Beyond
COVID-19,6 I provide examples of inspirational
community leadership from around the world 
and, just as important, new thinking tools that can
help planners and other civic leaders co-create
imaginative solutions.
Modern societies face fiendishly complex
challenges. The threat to public health presented by
COVID-19 is only one element. Civic leaders now
need to address four major challenges at once:
● the COVID-19 health emergency;
● a sharp, pandemic-induced economic downturn;
● the climate change emergency; and
● the disastrous growth in social and economic
inequality in many countries.
The good news is that many cities and localities
are already doing just this. Allow me to offer a
A useful measure of governmental performance can be developed by focusing on the concept of caring for others 
and for the planet
C
lif
fo
rd
 H
ar
pe
r
couple of examples. Take Copenhagen, a city
already recognised as the healthiest capital in
Europe.7 Lord Mayor Frank Jensen and his
colleagues are now aiming for the city to be the
world’s first carbon-neutral capital in 2025 – yes,
that’s in five years.
Interestingly, the city is promoting cycling as 
an effective way of responding to the COVID-19
emergency. The political leaders know that, while
the city already has more bicycles than cars, much
more can be done. Their strategy recognises that
cyclists incur a lower risk of infection and that
promoting cycling is a good strategy for reducing
obesity levels in the population.
Freiburg, Germany’s southernmost city, has
established itself as a world leader in good city
planning and urban design.8 As in Copenhagen,
citizen participation in decision-making is highly
developed, and this promotes an approach to civic
leadership that is both collaborative and community
based. The Freiburg hält zusammen (Freiburg holds
together) digital network, launched in April, bundles
together numerous citizen-oriented information
services and activities designed to help local people
recover from the COVID-19 calamity.
The Bristol One City Approach
Over the last four years Bristol has developed a
truly innovative One City Approach to urban problem-
solving.9 Instigated by Mayor Marvin Rees in 2016,
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this inclusive way of governing, orchestrated by a
small city office, has built trust, strengthened the
civic capacity of the city, and led to the co-creation
of a One City Plan, setting out a 30-year strategy for
the city. This approach has brought into being what
Mayor Rees describes as ‘a readiness to move’.
This readiness has enabled civic leaders from the
public sector, business community, trade unions,
third sector, universities and others to interact
effectively right through the lockdown, and new
strategies have been co-created – for example, the
innovative Bristol One City Economic Recovery and
Renewal Strategy launched in October 2020.10
Interestingly Bristol’s One City Plan commits the
city to a vision of freedom from racism and prejudice.
The toppling of the statue of Edward Colston, a
prolific slave trader, during a Black Lives Matter
protest on 7 June 2020 heightened awareness of
Bristol’s complex relationships with race. Mayor Rees,
probably the first leader of a European city who can
trace his ancestry to slavery, has shown remarkable
leadership in explaining how the One City Approach
can help the whole city ‘understand who we are,
how we got here, and whom we wish to honour’.11
My recent international research on post-COVID-19
urban strategies suggests that Copenhagen, Freiburg
and Bristol are not alone in providing inspiring
examples of how imaginative civic leadership can
address the four challenges I mentioned earlier at
one-and-the-same time.
Freiburg, where civic leadership is collaborative and community based
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A critique of the Overton window
In his insightful book The Establishment: And
How They Get Away With It, Owen Jones provides 
a revealing account of the role of right-wing think-
tanks in reshaping the political discourse about 
the role of the state in Britain in the period since
the 1970s.12 He explains how these think-tanks
operated as ‘outriders’, extolling extremist, even
dangerous, ideas that right-leaning politicians could
then draw on.
He rightly gives attention to the so-called ‘Overton
window’. Named after Joseph P Overton, the late
Vice-President of the Mackinac Center for Public
Policy, based in Michigan, US, this window concept
claims to describe what is politically possible, or
reasonable, at any given time within the prevailing
politics of the day.
The window analogy is, in fact, rather helpful, as it
suggests that those seeking bold change, in whatever
direction, need to think beyond the development of
new policies.13 Radical reformers need to work out
how to move the location of the window in the
direction they favour. The chief problem with Overton’s
version of the window is that it misunderstands the
nature of freedom in the modern world.
In line with Overton’s position, right-leaning
politicians take the view that weak, or minimal,
government is superior to strong government – 
at root they claim that ‘less government’ delivers
‘more freedom’. This is, of course, the primary
motive driving the government’s misguided Planning
White Paper.
To be fair, the state does, indeed, limit individual
freedoms, usually to bring about significant societal
benefits. For example, anti-pollution laws limit the
freedom of polluters to ruin the natural environment,
and laws banning physical assault and murder limit
the freedom of violent individuals to do harm to
other people. And, of course, planning laws prevent
individual landowners from executing developments
that would have devastating impacts on neighbours
and society at large. Even those on the right of the
A new window of political possibilities
Source: Cities and Communities beyond COVID-19, p.67 6
political spectrum recognise that not all individual
freedoms are good for society.
However, the experience of living through the
COVID-19 calamity teaches us that the very framing
of this debate about ‘freedom’ is misconceived.
Focusing attention only on individual freedom is a
peculiarly narrow, even bizarre, way of conceptualising
freedom. The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrates that,
as mentioned earlier, we are all inter-dependent.
In recent months societies across the world have
favoured strong intervention by the state to meet
the COVID-19 challenge precisely because citizens
value freedom – meaning freedom from sickness,
freedom from suffering, and freedom from death.
These radical shifts in public perception of what
really matters in modern society suggest that we
need a more capacious way of measuring and
evaluating state intervention – one that goes well
beyond the simplistic question ‘Is this state limiting
my individual freedom or not?’
COVID-19 opens a new window of political
possibilities
The suggestion I wish to make here is that we
can build a useful measure of governmental
performance by focusing on the concept of caring
for others and for the planet. In her book Caring
Democracy: Markets, Ecology and Justice, Joan
Tronto argues that care, not economics, should be
the central concern of democratic life.14 She explains
how societies now face a caring deficit, and 
COVID-19 has shown her analysis to be prescient.
By drawing on the well established literature on
eco-centrism (see, for example, Robyn Eckersley’s
book The Green State: Rethinking Democracy and
Sovereignty15) we can add to caring for ourselves
and for each other the critical importance of caring
for the natural environment on which we all depend.
The diagram above presents a new way of
considering future political choices, one that steps
beyond the outdated framing provided by the
Overton window.
Caring for
people and 
the planet
Unregulated
markets and
individualism
Political window 
of possibilities
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What lessons emerge from this analysis?
Self-evidently we need to move the window
towards caring for people and the planet and away
from unregulated markets and individualism. Going
beyond this, what are the specific steps that need
to be taken?
First, while place clearly matters a great deal in
public policy, it is seriously neglected by Ministers 
in Westminster. The current super-centralisation 
of decision-making in Downing Street, as many
Members of Parliament and most local authority
leaders already recognise, needs to be reversed.
The international evidence shows that empathetic
local leadership, not top-down edicts, can provide
numerous routes forward for post-COVID-19
strategy. The remarkable upsurge in compassion
and caring that we have witnessed in recent
months in communities across the country provides
the lodestar for societal recovery.
These inspirational efforts are place-based; they
stem from local understanding and are rooted in rich
social networks that, in many cases, are hyper-local.
It follows that the power of place in UK politics must
be given a massive boost.
Second, values matter. As noted above, the window
of political possibilities needs to move towards
caring for people and the planet, and away from
unregulated markets and individualism. It is clear
that the core value of caring – for each other, for
ourselves, and for the environment on which we all
depend – should now take centre stage. It could be
that every policy proposal should now be assessed
against this new window. ‘Is this proposal moving
policy towards ‘caring for people and the planet’ or
not?’ should be a question that is considered by
decision-makers at all levels of government as they
consider each decision they make.
Third, planning matters. This is a key finding from
the disaster studies literature.16 Cities and localities
that look ahead, develop a far-sighted vision for their
area and have firm strategic plans in place are far
better placed to respond to a crisis. Having a vision,
preferably a well known vision that enjoys public
support, enables leaders to move swiftly from being
reactive to being proactive, even as disaster strikes.
It follows that the UK government should invest in
strengthening the capacity of all local authorities to
plan effectively for the future.
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